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ADVERSITY, CRISIS AND RESILIENCE – DEVELOPING CRISIS MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES FOR TOURISM RELIANT DESTINATIONS

Few would dispute the assertion that the twenty-first century has already begun with significant obstacles for the burgeoning tourism industry.  The September 11 hijackings, Afghanistan and the continuing war in Iraq, the Bali bombings, SARS, the bird flu, the Madrid train attacks, US hurricanes, European floods and most recently the devastating South Asian tsunami have each added greater uncertainty to the pursuit of travel and leisure.  While the very nature of tourism and its capacity to offer so many choices and alternatives may have meant that the overall effect on global tourism figures has been minimal – many individual destinations can ill afford a significant or sustained loss of consumer confidence.

Based on available statistics and extensive research, it has been long acknowledged that safety, tranquillity and peace are a necessary prerequisite for prosperous tourism. When a place becomes widely associated with increased personal risk, whether real or perceived - the local tourism sector is often adversely affected. The World Tourism Organisation defines a tourism crisis as “any unexpected event that affects traveller confidence in a destination and interferes with the ability to continue operating normally.”  Given the complex interrelation of industry, community and destination, the impacts of any crisis are highly unpredictable and highly differential For communities where tourism is considered a peripheral or supplementary industry it should be possible to absorb detrimental costs, however, the prospect for significant negative effects is greater in areas with poor infrastructure, limited social security and a strong economic reliance on the tourism sector. With the recognized economic benefits of tourism and a pattern of unrestrained development over the past few decades many locations (particularly in developing nations)  have gradually become socially and economically dependant on tourism revenues.  Where such heavy reliance exist the community, businesses and all associated stakeholders remain particularly vulnerable to destination adversity and crisis conditions.

History and experience have consistently demonstrated that crisis is inevitable, and that no destination is immune.  Despite the best intelligence and most advanced technology not all hazards can be predicted and/or averted.  While it may not be possible to prevent the advent of tourism crisis it is theoretically possible to reduce adverse effects.  Enhanced safety and security measures, improved health, hygiene and sanitation practices, early warning systems, education, greater infrastructure and better communication may have changed the outcome of many recent situations. Unfortunately many popular, yet highly vulnerable, destinations have continued to remain complacent – either ignorant of the potential threats or unwilling to utilise the resources necessary to take sufficient precautions.

With the growing public awareness of both hazards and risks has come a proliferation of professional and academic literature on the concept of “tourism crisis management”.  While much of the popular material likes to proscribe convenient management phases or stages such as the 4Rs - Reduction, Readiness Response and Recovery to a distinct crisis situation– reality demonstrates that many preparatory measures, negative impacts, strategies, and even other significant events of a greater and lesser degree, intersect and correlate in a complex multifaceted manner. No crisis or triggering event occurs in isolation of the existing social, economic, political and physical environment.  It is only time, initial hazard and epicentre that can truly distinguish particular tourism crises.   A realistic pattern of crisis is perhaps best conceived of as an intricate self appreciating continuum where experiences and lessons learnt are integrated into a method of coping and personally mitigating future events.  Irrespective of any formalised crisis plan or system, people will eventually manage, survive and adjust.  

The theoretical core of contemporary tourism or destination crisis management is for all stakeholders to become acutely proactive in protecting lives, resources and commerce.  Essentially it is a systematic organization of guidelines, plans, skills, networks and resources which are developed to increase hazard resistance, resilience and the operational capacity to effectively respond to crisis conditions.  Traditionally such matters have been considered the responsibility of emergency service organisations and government authorities, however for a tourist destination to remain attractive and competitive, image and reputation must be heavily insulated from sustained adversity. 

To be adequately prepared for any contingencies it has been proposed that all relevant tourism stakeholders - from the residents, employees, transport carriers, retailers/wholesalers, to the top level hospitality representatives - need to work together with existing response agencies, government and the media to develop comprehensive crisis plans that include proactive and reactive communications, safety and security, market research and promotional strategies.  In the process of so many diverse participants successfully communicating and developing strategies to protect both destination and community it would be expected that many of the existing social, economic, development and environmental issues would also be addressed – with an aim of sustainability. The key to realization has been frequently described using terms such as cooperation, coordination, equitable participation, consultation, facilitation, accountability, transparency, resource sharing, and holism.  While persuasive and almost logical in its simplicity, such accounts rarely provides tangible instructions or practical advice as to how these standards are to be attained.  

To move beyond such theory and rhetoric, practitioners and local authorities need to fully understand the complexity of authentic crisis situations and appreciate the potential value of proactive management strategies.  While it remains impossible to effectively replicate or simulate every aspect of a tourism crisis, investigation of afflicted destinations can provide useful examples, lessons and fundamental concepts to consider in developing and reviewing tourism crisis management plans.  As popular international tourist destinations that had both developed a significant level of tourism reliance, the recent experiences of Bali and Phuket should be carefully deliberated as a valuable discourse in crisis management.    

In disregarding the obvious differences of recent crisis typology and associated magnitude - as destinations - both Bali and Phuket demonstrate many similarities. At the simplest geographical level they are both relatively small tropical islands of larger developing nations – offering a diversity of environments from lush tropical rainforests, mountain ranges, waterfalls and pristine beaches.  Climatically they experience the same monsoonal season, humidity and average temperature ranges.   Both offer a rich cultural, historical and religious heritage, friendly hospitable people, unique arts and crafts, and renowned cuisine.  With such attributes it is little wonder that they have been ascribed titles such as “Isle of the Gods” and “The Pearl of the South”. 

From a relatively agrarian lifestyle, many simple fishing villages on these islands first started to develop small scale cottage tourism during the later half of the 20th century– offering home stays or rooms to the occasional tourist.  The rapid increase in popularity and demand for such locations soon coincided with the introduction of national level government initiatives to actively promote and develop tourism as an industry.  As hotels, resorts, restaurants and other support services replaced existing structures little consideration was given to associated critical infrastructure, the environment or even the interests of the local population.  Facilities and entertainment options were built to cater for tourists of any class and budget. With increased custom and revenues more businesses continued to be developed.   As the local economy and community began to re-orient around the tourism sector – the socio-economic reliance also increased.  

Attracted by affordability, personal interests or the lure of sun, surf, sand and sex the international reputation and popularity of both islands increased exponentially.  Despite their tenuous political environments, for decades they had appeared impervious to the problems that affected other parts of the country, region and world.  Safety and health issues have always existed here, as had the possibility of natural hazard yet these were risks that most visitors seemed willing  to accept as a consequence travelling.  Despite the real possibility of danger few ever expect to be involved in an adverse or hazardous situation when on holidays.  

In the ideal world of comprehensive crisis management planning government, emergency service agencies, tourist services providers and other relevant stakeholders have jointly established the resources and capabilities to react quickly to any situation – minimising negative impacts and maximising effective communication and coordination.   The disarray that ensued immediately following the Bali bombings is symptomatic of a destination that had no discernible level of crisis planning or preparation.  Despite their often heroic efforts, emergency responders, hospitals and medical personnel were ill-prepared and ill-equipped to deal with any significant scale disaster – let alone one of the magnitude of the nite club attacks.  For many victims comfort and prayers were all that could be offered. Quick to offer assurances of personal safety following the event, government representatives were slow to establish an authoritative yet credible voice.  Although many hotels, restaurants and businesses assisted with the provision of goods and services to those affected, the tourism sector and community as a whole seemed to stall in a state of shock and disbelief.     

Given the diverse nationality of victims, extensive media attention was guaranteed.  As the world began to receive images and stories of the inferno, destruction and human devastation - the absence of an official information source resulted in many inaccurate and/or contradictory reports.  The clearest message from the site of the disaster was that the explosions were the result of a deliberate terrorist attack – and that tourists were the specific target. While security measures were quickly upgraded throughout the island and country, tourists began to leave in droves.  In many places accommodation rates dropped to single figures.  The actual physical damage and debris from the attacks did not extend beyond a 1km radius yet the entire island was quickly plunged into tourism crisis.  Community members struggling with the emotional and psychological fallout became faced with the loss of their livelihoods.

It is only in this situation of adversity that Bali began to achieve any sense of cooperation and coordination.  Non-government organisations, both local and international, members of the community and interested agencies established associations such as the Bali Recovery Group to assist the immediate victims and facilitate economic rehabilitation, through programs of education, diversification and social networks.  While the altruism of these groups assisted locals to survive and achieve a sense of stability, the Indonesian government preferred to concentrate on security and the pursuit of justice.  Remaining independent of such endeavours, various factions of the tourism sector embarked on their own self funded recovery promotion and marketing campaigns to rebuild and restore consumer confidence.   


Burdened with the stigma of fear and terrorism tourism recovery for Bali was further hindered as time passed by concerns about the war in Iraq, SARS and the continuation of international travel advisories regarding the island and all of Indonesia– further justified after the JW Marriott bombings in Jakarta.  While the community continued to suffer financially, neither the government, nor the established support agencies had the impetus or resources to extend further assistance.  Employing strategies of heavy discounting and incentives, the erratic and generally uninspiring efforts of tourism industry had managed to cultivate a greater domestic and regional market. Yet without the traditional long haul American and European market segment, duration and daily expenditure has significantly dropped.   

Whether as a consequence of time, popular knowledge of the improved medical, security and emergency measures, active promotion, or the inherent attributes of Bali as a destination – tourists have been slowly returning and are now establishing new precedents for arrival figures.  However in spite of the recent experience of such a significant disaster, a comprehensive integrated destination crisis management plan has yet to be established.  While still far from achieving holism and sustainability, Bali is, however, better prepared for tourism adversity and crisis conditions. Aware of the tenuous nature of destination image, tourism reliance and the associated vulnerability, the community has generally become proactive rather than their former complacency.  Although they may not have been formalised, the knowledge, skills, strategies and networks developed in response to the Bali bombing crisis will help mitigate future contingencies – in a more resilient destination.  

As Phuket and Thailand are yet to realise the full extent of their own tourism crisis subsequent to the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, preliminary investigation of the response and early rehabilitation initiatives reveals a very different management capability.  Similar to Bali, the primary hazard incident occurred suddenly and without forewarning during peak tourist season. Although the scale, extent and devastation was far more significant in Southern Thailand, the majority of victims were also foreign tourists and hospitality staff.  While it has become common knowledge that an effective early warning system may have prevented many of the deaths throughout South Asia – Thailand was at least prepared, resourced and experienced in dealing with significant emergency situations.   With so many victims much of the initial search and rescue efforts were conducted by other tourists and residents – however official arrangements were quickly made to coordinate movements and transportation of the injured and deceased to reasonably equipped hospitals and medical facilities.  Primary deficiencies included sufficient anaesthetics, antibiotics, disinfectant, and morgue capacity.    

In the following days and weeks the provincial and national government went to great material and financial lengths to support the affected region and the victims – particularly the tourists.  A tsunami coordination centre was quickly established in the unaffected Phuket city forming a focal point for information, media and associated response efforts.  Anyone affected by the disaster was directed here to search for the missing, get new personal documentation or receive information.  Other services included free international phone calls, internet access, water, free flights to Bangkok and interpreter assistance. Official statements were judiciously and regularly issued by recognised authorities including the King of Thailand who lost his own grandson in the tragedy, the Prime minister and the Minister for Tourism.  Within two days of the tsunami the hotel association had published – in print and on the internet – a comprehensive list of hotels and their operational status. This was complemented with a statement outline the true extent of the damage. 

As the majority of able tourists opted to leave – either in distress, fear of another wave or due to discomfort regarding recent events, many chose to stay and try and enjoy the rest of their holidays or assist in the response efforts. Accommodation levels in the remaining operational establishments have fallen to around 20% compared to the 80 – 100% usual at this time of year. Unlike Bali, the tsunami was seen as an unstoppable “act of God” beyond anyone’s control rather than a vicious premeditated attack that could be prevented through effective security.  While many of the hotels and businesses in Phuket with direct proximity to the beach side were damaged or even destroyed – most facilities within 3 blocks were relatively unaffected. In the majority of Phuket it was easy to believe that nothing had even happened.  

Through the coordinated efforts of government workers, private enterprise, contractors and volunteers, the beaches were quickly cleared of debris as backhoes, dump trucks, and bulldozers were used to clear and remove the more substantial wreckage.  Business owners’ operators and employees continued to work around the clock to salvage, clean and repair wherever possible.  Within a fortnight businesses had already began to reopen along the beach road.  While initial media reports had given the impression that the entire region had become an uninhabitable scene of horror, devastation and looming health issues from contaminated water and rotting corpses – credible information and direct observation led to the broadcast of more accurate facts and positive imagery.  Most international governments responded by removing the travel warnings imposed after the tsunami hit. 

The Thai government has offered short term tax breaks and substantial compensation to those who have lost businesses, property and livelihoods yet the effect of this event on the tourism industry remains to be seen.  For the majority of business operators and residents that did not have insurance, bankruptcy is a distinct possibility if tourists do not return soon.  Millions has been raised in aid – however the issue of distribution – beyond the direct victims and displaced has yet to be determined.  Where Bali has taken over two years to regain a reasonable semblance of its former socio-economic position Thailand has yet to realise the full impact of crisis and adversity.  Early indications however show a better coordinated, resourced and resilient community.  Consumer confidence and risk perceptions are precarious concepts yet the well considered and capable response to the crisis to date is encouraging.

As tourism risk and crisis management have become such topical issues, many destinations continue to struggle as to how best implement effective crisis management strategies. Inaction or complacency however is a stance few can afford – particularly where the community has become socially and economically reliant on tourism revenues.  Bali was ill prepared for disaster and adversity and in its subsequent response to the October 12, 2002 nite club bombings has faced many challenges, obstacles and even mistakes.  To the credit of both stakeholders and the tourism sector most have learnt from this experience and are actively working to mitigate future crises.  Despite the larger scale of disaster preliminary research has revealed Phuket as better prepared, coordinated and resilient.  While this has been a very superficial analysis, such case studies are an invaluable tool in determining crisis management strategies and priorities. Essentially to reduce community vulnerability, adversity, and crisis, destination stakeholders must become proactive in all efforts to prepare and react to hazardous conditions.    


